She was, in fact, a pioneer in many instances. She was the first woman to win two Guggenheims in composition (in 1946 and 1947 ) and the first woman to be admitted to the National Institute of Arts and Letters in 1974 (and, by the way, the first female composer to receive their Waite award in 1960-which makes me wonder why it then took them 14 years to let her into the club, but that is for another discussion). In addition to all of these firsts, she received a couple of NEA grants, a Fulbright, other grants, and three honorary doctorates-the list goes on. She was also the first American female composer to have a full-length opera premiered in Europe (The Alcestiad, written with Thornton Wilder, premiered in Frankfurt, Germany, in 1962). So she was no slouch. If, in telling her story, we can encourage some women in their compositional efforts, well, then, all the better.
SABBATICAL OF SORTS
I knew nothing about Louise before starting to write my proposal for the sabbatical I took last year. Thanks to Robin Rausch of the Library of Congress (Co-Chair with me of the Women in Music Roundtable of the Music Library Association) who introduced us. Because I think that Louise has possessed me from the other side, I realize that I need to be careful about how I speak of her. Now and again I might lapse into present tense when I discuss Louise, but just so you know, I realize that she is dead, and I apologize if this makes any of you uncomfortable. The un-academic first person is just more comfortable, and I hope she sees no disrespect in it.
So, the adventure of a public services librarian spending six months pretending to be an archivist is a story in itself. I"ll give a brief description of the whole process and illustrate with some telling photographs.
First of all, I was planning on processing thirty boxes. No such luck! There were seventy boxes! Eek! In any case, I had over twice as much material as I planned on dealing with. After a minor freak out, we came up with a plan. First I fully processed eighteen boxes of her sketches and musical manuscripts and then scores of music by other composers. Louise was an insatiable correspondent and I rough sorted over 7,300 pieces in less than two months. She liked staying in touch. I think if she lived now she"d be addicted to email. The rest of the collection, including photographs, programs, clippings, and other materials, was rough sorted, but has yet to be housed in final locations. I hope these photos help to show the somewhat claustrophobic work space in which I organized seventy boxes of diverse materials-I called it my "double-wide cubicle." This was truly an adventure.
I now have a renewed respect and appreciation for the challenges and frustrations (I mean opportunities!) that archivists face on a daily basis. There are multiple decisions to be made at each stage of the process, and all with the clock ticking. At the same time, one must keep an eye towards what information will be useful to the researcher using the finding aid and how to make retrieval effortless. I was lucky enough to be working with a wonderfully patient music specialist, Mark Horowitz. He had to remind me over and over that I was NOT cataloging these materials. At the beginning of the process I kept arguing to include more information in the finding aid than was necessary. Luckily, eventually I learned and he was patient and we are still speaking to each other.
BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION
Louise Talma was born in Arcachon, France, which is on the southern Atlantic coast. She was born on Halloween in 1906. Yes, her hundredth birthday is coming up and, yes, I will be dressed as her for Halloweengotta find some of those cool retro glasses.
Her mother, Alma Cecile Garrigue, was an opera singer who appeared at the Met and in Europe. She played Susanna in a production of Mozart"s Marriage of Figaro and Nedda in I Pagliacci in London. In fact, she was overseas when Louise was born and they did not return to the states to live until Louise was six, so Louise"s first languages were French and German. Louise"s father is described in most of her biographical information as having died when she was young. But, I found a draft of a letter from Louise to Nadia Boulanger (so much to say about *her* but that"s for later) that indicated otherwise.
From this letter it sounds as though Louise"s mom and dad got pregnant, did the "right" thing, and got married, but before Louise was born they realized (for whatever reason) that the marriage was a mistake. It was not until Louise was about twelve years old that her mother finally told her the truth. It was clear from this letter to Nadia, though, that Louise had been distressed to learn this information. Suffice it to say that Louise was raised single-handedly by her mother, and I"m not exactly sure how they survived financially. My theory is that Cecile"s family helped out.
In any case, Louise and her mother lived on Amsterdam Avenue in Manhattan for almost thirty years. Louise started piano lessons at age 5. By the age of 10, she was accompanying her mother and playing solo works of Schubert, Schumann, and Mozart. She was clearly adept and won a number of scholarships.
Louise and her mother both attended The American Conservatory at Fontainebleau, France, during the summer of 1926. The school was started after WWI when good relations between the U.S. and France encouraged cultural exchange. This school and its director for many years, Nadia Boulanger, influenced Louise"s life profoundly, both personally and professionally. Louise went every summer until 1939, when the school was shut down for the duration of World War II. She went eight additional summers, though not consecutively, between 1949 and 1982 ("49, "51, "61, "68, "71, "78, "81, and "82).
Louise went to Fontainebleau first as a pianist to study with the famous Frenchman Isidore Philipp. But after her first summer, she was encouraged by Boulanger to take up composing in a serious manner. Their relationship grew over the years, and Louise was the first American, male or female, to be invited by Nadia, in 1936, to help teach at Fontainebleau. One cannot consider the history of American music of the 20th century without taking into account the deep influence of Boulanger. She taught many famous American composers, including Elliot Carter, Aaron Copland, and Philip Glass.
There has been much written about Nadia Boulanger, and I have just recently started scratching the surface. But from what I"ve gleaned so far, Nadia had a very intense relationship with her students in general. When her female students went off to get married (and stopped studying with her), Nadia was often grumpy and would cut off communications with them, even though she stated more than once that motherhood was the most sacred duty. Sounds like mixed messages to me, and apparently she was famous for these.
In any case, there are more than 300 items of communication from Nadia to Louise in the collection at the Library of Congress that will tell more of the story. Louise, who was raised as a Protestant, became an atheist at some point, and then converted by Nadia"s example to Catholicism in 1935. Nadia was her godmother. Most of the correspondence between them is in French (Puis, je dois etudier, certainement!).
There were a number of strong parallels between the lives of these two women in addition to the obvious facts that they were both musicians and teachers, single and childless. They were raised mostly by their mothers, who both died of Parkinson"s disease, and because they were the only family left to do so, they ended up tending to their invalid mothers and working to pay the bills. This necessity (or dutiful devotion) thus postponed their ability to have personal lives of their own. As Louise said in an interview: "I was almost 40 before I launched an independent career . . . most composers are dead by that time." established by Marian MacDowell in memory of her husband, composer Edward MacDowell. Starting in 1943, Louise found refuge in the woods and wrote most of her music there.
She met many writers, sculptors, and painters at MacDowell, as well as a number of composers from Boston. Because Louise was such an accomplished pianist, she often played pieces by these composers, including Lukas Foss who addressed her as Louiseschen in correspondence (numbering over 200 in the LC collection). In the collection there is a sketch of Louise and Lukas playing her Four Handed Fun which they premiered at the MacDowell colony in 1943.
Louise spent many residencies at the MacDowell Colony. She was known there as a shark at "cowboy pool." Often seen with a glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other, Louise smoked and drank her whole life, but lived nonetheless to just two months shy of her 90th birthday.
The sanctuary of MacDowell was dear to Louise, and she seemed to spend as much time there as she could over the years. She celebrated many of her later birthdays there with her MacDowell family. She evidently wanted to make sure that this haven continued to thrive and to nourish artists of all types because she left the colony a million dollars in her will, as well as her piano and exclusive rights to her works.
But the person she met there who most changed her life was Thornton Wilder, famous American writer of Our Town, The Skin of our Teeth, and The Bridge of San Luis Rey, among others. Thornton had heard one of her pieces and asked her to write an opera with him. A number of composers would have been delighted to do this ... Louise balked, but Thornton persisted. From an interview in 1979, Louise tells the story:
I never found out why he decided to do an opera with me. Everybody was after him to write librettos. (Aaron Copland, everyone.) All he knew of my music was a five-or seven-minute piano piece. Then, within two weeks of meeting me he said. "Louise, we"re going to write a grand opera together. No holds barred. Twelve principals, a big chorus, a big orchestra!" I didn"t know what to say. I"d never even thought of writing opera. It took a year for him to persuade me that he really meant it because I was not at all the kind of person who went for opera or thought that I had anything that I could do with an operatic libretto.... Then somebody said to me, "You"ve got to be insane to say no and so I accepted. That was in 1955. It took me three years to compose and two years to orchestrate. And we didn"t even have a producer. That"s definitely not the way to go about writing an opera. 5 But luckily Thornton had connections-it was premiered in 1962 in Frankfurt, Germany. Opening night there were fifty curtain calls and a twenty-minute ovation (the NYT reviewer timed it 6 ) and shouts of "Louise, Louise" rang in the air. This was Louise"s greatest compositional triumph. She was fifty-five years old.
When Louise returned to the states, she won many of her awards due to this opera that would never be performed in the original English or in the U.S. during her lifetime. She realized that the only way to get opera performed was to make it for smaller forces. So she did over ten years later.
In a letter to Wilder (she addresses him as "Thorny") in the spring of 1974, she outlines the synopsis of the piece she plans to work on that summer. The letter is conveniently copied and inserted with the score (thank you, Louise). She says: "... the real meaning of it is that everyone is longing to get away from all the noise, dirt, crowds, confusion, rush that surrounds us to a saner way of life." Remember, Louise lived in Manhattan most of her life. She called the piece a divertimento in seven scenes for three voices and small chamber ensemble, Have you Heard? Do You Know? I call it a chamber opera.
Because this was the only composition for which she wrote the text, I believe it to be a kind of credo. This is the big soprano aria:
Oh, I"m tired, tired. I"m tired of all this chatter, all this yakety yak. I want ... I want ... I want a quiet place far away, near a flowing brook and a wood, where I can watch the clouds go by, or look at stars the whole night through, and hear the birds sing at dawn. I want to go to that silent place in the woods where the goldenrod plumes in the sun, and the trees are aflame in the fall, and the lilac blooms in the spring, and birches stand slim and white like sentinels in the night. Oh! What"s the use of all the turmoil, all the strain, if all it leads to is weariness and exhaustion. Somewhere there has to be a haven, a harbor, a place of renewal where there are no computers, no accountants, no screaming discotheques. Out there, somewhere, there is a quiet place far away, which I must find without delay, before the days of my youth have passed away.
Well, except for the youth part, I am so there. The discotheque is really the only thing that dates this text. The rest stands today, thirty-plus years later. She is clearly describing the New Hampshire woods and the MacDowell Colony.
How fitting then, that she would leave a million dollars to the MacDowell Colony-and hopefully someday I"ll be able to figure out how she had that much to give them. She certainly did not earn it at Hunter College. Stories from MacDowell staff who remember her say she wore threadbare coats and shoes in need of repair while there in the later years, and the colony staff would steal them from her, repair them, and return them to her.
THE MUSIC
We focused on her shorter piano works for this presentation, but Louise composed in pretty much every genre from solo song to full-length opera and everything in between, including solo piano, chamber music, choral music (accompanied and unaccompanied), and orchestral music. Because she was a piano virtuosa herself, she did tend to write mostly for piano at the beginning of her career and ventured into larger forces the more established and accomplished she became.
She composed in a neoclassical style, and she claims there are three stylistic periods. First there was the early style, neoclassical and mostly tonal. Then the middle, when she started using a modified twelve-tone technique, but still mostly retaining her previous style. "I like to use serialism as a tool and to incorporate it with the other forms in music. I see no reason for chopping off what"s developed simply because something new has come along. I believe in using all the tools available." 7 Then there was the third period, when she relaxed the twelvetone technique, without abandoning it completely, and settled into her "mature" style.
As mentioned earlier, thanks to her time at the MacDowell Colony, Louise became associated with a group of composers from Boston, some of whom also studied with Boulanger. She played a number of pieces by them. However it happened, the influence of Stravinsky on Louise Talma is evident in her compositional style. Techniques she utilized which are traceable to Stravinsky include the use of ostinati to create blocks of musical material, which are then manipulated in various ways to create tension and movement. This technique is exhibited in a number of pieces mentioned later, especially the Alleluia in Form of Toccata and Etude Number 4. She also used conventional tonal elements (such as cadences or functional bass lines) in nontraditional ways and created ambiguity of key center, another neoclassical technique. Her music is precise and well constructed, yet imaginative and engaging as well.
In a Stravinsky memorial issue of Perspectives of New Music in 1971, Talma wrote: "How fortunate we were to have lived in the time of Igor Stravinsky ... we need to hold fast to the principles he so grandly exemplified in his work: clarity, order, precision, control ...." 9 These words could describe her music in its transparency and charm. As she said, later in her career, I have great admiration for my colleagues as musicians and as people. But too many composers become involved in intellectual speculation which seems to matter more to them than the sound that comes out of all this speculation. Either that, or they chase a simplistic repetition. I don"t want to be hypnotized. I don"t want to be mesmerized. What I want is what I get when I hear the Juilliard Quartet play Beethoven-in other words, something which offers me something so challenging to both my musical and my intellectual desires that I cannot be bored even for a moment.... Although I don"t like the term, I do hope that this trend toward what has come to Her Three Bagatelles (for Thornton) are a good introduction to the piano works, combining, as they do, her foray into serial technique alongside her lifelong neoclassical bent. Though composed last, the first adheres most closely of the three to serial technique, but none are so rigidly twelve-tone as to bypass her sense of melodic line or musical accessibility. The tone row is merely another compositional tool, shaping melody or gesture. The set includes many of her signature style elements, including spare texture, rhythmic vitality, dry sound, contrapuntal interest, and juxtaposition of a long, almost sinuous melody, against a detached, repetitive bass line.
PICTURE IS OMITTED FROM THIS FORMATTED DOCUMENT
Talma"s interest in rhythmic energy, so important in the Bagatelles, is even more clearly exemplified in the Alleluia in Form of Toccata, written some eight years prior to the Bagatelles. This work is all about rhythm. Its lean texture, contrapuntal technique, lack of pedal, and frequent syncopation all support the lively and energetic thrust of the piece. The contrasting section with a legato cantabile melody over detached bass serves mainly to set the animated primary material in relief. Despite the relative paucity of melodic material and repetitious figuration, the piece is successful through sheer driving energy and a Stravinskyesque build-up of tension with repetition of blocks of material mentioned earlier. This is the piece Thornton Wilder heard that convinced him to ask Talma to write an opera with him.
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PICTURE IS OMITTED FROM THIS FORMATTED DOCUMENT
Borrowing much of the stylistic manner of the Alleluia is the Etude No. 2 (for Estelle
Hershler who had lost use of her right foot). Like the Alleluia, it offers a contrasting section of legato melody over a detached bass, but its major interest lies in its rhythmic propulsion. Wide skips, staccato touch, lines bouncing from one hand to the other maintain the high energy level.
PICTURE IS OMITTED FROM THIS FORMATTED DOCUMENT
Composed in 1954, the Six Etudes were Talma"s first published twelve-tone works. With the Etudes, she imposes dual compositional restrictions-serial technique and focus on a specific technical concern for each piece. Still, she is more concerned with the resulting music than with the compositional process alone.
In a letter responding to questions from a student writing about her Etudes, Talma says, "The Etudes were written to challenge the pianist technically and musically. For this I chose six pianistic problems which, with the exception of the staccato one (no. 2), had not been the subject of previous etudes, at least of those known to me." And later in the letter:
As for your second question about their being "used for study similar to the way Chopin"s etudes are used today" the answer is yes, though I must add that I consider the Chopin etudes such masterpieces of music I would not have the presumption to mention mine in the same breath. But I have tried first of all to make them pieces of music, and only secondarily pieces of virtuosity. I am not at all interested in writing etudes which are merely display pieces. All the etudes are serial in technique. They are the first things I wrote using this technique, my previous music having all been neo-classic in style. Each etude has a different twelve-tone set.
Each was dedicated to a different person for different reasons (see notes), but the most telling quote from this letter is in response to the student"s question about 20th-century piano techniques. "When it comes to forearm or flat palm clusters the effect is so limited it has no interest for me. And as for tampering with the inside of the piano I have much too much respect for the exquisite adjustments of its parts to do that. You might as well ask a surgeon to use his instruments to open a tin can."
In contrast to so much of her music, Etude No. 3 (to John Edmunds who commissioned the piece) specifically focuses on pedaling-the sostenuto pedal, at any rate. Subtitled "For the study of the sostenuto pedal," it also is a study in contrasts, with the long tones held in the sostenuto pedal matched against the quick, almost wispy, figuration around them. Additionally, the contrast is one of dynamics as the quicker figures most often form an immediate contrast to the longer tones.
An even more significant study of contrast is found in Etude No. 1(to Thornton Wilder who wondered whether there was an etude on pianissimo). A quick forte gesture held with the pedal opens the piece and is immediately followed by a pianissimo, una corda, senza pedale section. The pattern is repeated and then is followed by a long section of legato pianissimo with a more static harmony and a placid feel to the line and rhythm. A brief return to the style of the opening interrupts but is quickly followed by longer notes at pianissimo and pianississimo to close.
Etude No. 4 (to Paul Nordoff, whose violin and piano sonata challenged Talma with similar wide leaps in the piano part) is a virtuosic workout for the pianist in wide leaps for both hands at a challenging metronome marking and the direction "very sharp, even and light." This Etude sounds more clearly like an etude in the sense of "study" but still maintains musical interest in the overall effect of the movement in harmony and line.
As with the Six Etudes, most of the Soundshots (written in 1974, except for the first two and the last one, which were written in 1944) are devoted to specific technical concerns. Originally titled Little Pieces for Little Fingers, Soundshots is more overtly pedagogical. The pieces are short, often only a page or less. They recall childhood scenes and interests in a gentle, lighthearted way.
